Sotelino is a gift to readers, who are invited to an inspiring albeit brief journey through translation theory and practice. Sotelino sets out by making us think about the role of translation as food for imagination and empathy by addressing the importance of translation in her life. Then, she shares some of her passion for Machado de Assis' work and her intense -and laborioussearch for a publisher for Resurrection, in the context of a publishing industry that devotes meagre three percent of publications to translated works. In what follows, she compares the translation process of Ressurreição to that of Lavoura Arcaica, highlighting the experience of having reading aloud moments with author Raduan Nassar himself. Towards the end, Sotelino, shares some of the translation theories that permeate the work of a seasoned, acknowledged and inspiring translator and scholar.
A couple of weeks later, Sotelino was giving a talk on Literary Translation in the Translation Matters series, a number of talks on translation and interpreting put together by Senior Lecturer Cinthia Santana. I followed.
Stanford translation students, Stanford faculty, and faculty from other universities attended the talk, which touched upon her experience as a literary translator and her knowledge of translation and interpreting career opportunities in Brazil, in addition to offering invaluable insight into the literary publishing industry. And I say 'touched upon', for time was not on our side -a talk lasts what a talk lasts. After talk and catering were over, a significant part of the audience felt we had merely scratched surface.
Although it was possible to capture some of Karen's passionate and rich literary translation trajectory through the challenges and insightfulness she shared with the audience as she pinpointed excerpts of her translation of Machado de Assis' first novel, Resurrection, and Raduan Nassar's, Ancient Tillage, we all wanted more.
In search for more, I came to interview Karen Sherwood Sotelino. When I asked her in person if she would be willing to give an interview to Letras&Letras, we talked about what it would focus on -her recent translations and the American publishing industry, her experience as a literary translator, and her use of translation theory. By then I started posing some of the questions which I believed would likely be of interest to the journal's the audience. However, since our schedules did not converge again, the interview per se was done over intense email exchange during December, 2015 and January, 2016. Like many others, I hadn't realized that Machado de Assis had begun writing in a very different style from the concise, ironic prose of his masterpieces. As I began translating the novel, knowing how his style eventually developed, I felt through my pen -or I should say, keyboard -his struggle to express very complex emotions that were not so frequently included in novels of the period -I'm talking about emotions like projected guilt, anxiety, jealousy. Emotions that, in his mature novels, Machado de Assis managed to suggest with mere "brushstrokes" as Brazilian critic Massaud Moisés described it. In Ressurreição, as he did later in Dom Casmurro, Machado de Assis attempted to reveal how perspective and personal trauma affect our behavior, not only towards others, but ultimately towards ourselves.
I believed in the novel unreservedly, and it was difficult, and at times sad to hear from publisher after publisher that they were interested and honored to consider an author as important as Machado de Assis, but they were not in an economic position to take on such a novel -a novel whose value is mainly historical, mainly academic. Finding a publisher for Portuguese language novels involves a lot of networking, keeping your ear to the ground. Academics in the United On the other hand, on a much more positive note, there is so much on-line publishing, students have more opportunities than I did 20 years ago. Back then, you actually sent in your text in hard copy!!! There seems to be more awareness of translation now, fellowships for example can be very helpful to students. This is yet another interesting quirk in publishing translations: about Ressurreição already, but let me add something: the stilted language in the novel reflected a peripheral society -that is, a society distant from Lisbon, Madrid or Paris, exquisitely acting out their role of the educated elite. Nonetheless, some of the dialogues are so theatrical, so melodramatic, that I was almost embarrassed by them. I finally had a breakthrough, I simply accepted the novel as an historical document. Then I had fun with it. I only occasionally split longer sentences and toned down some of the vocabulary -when I thought it was going to be far too awkward in English. I mainly tried to maintain the tone of the novel as it was in the original.
Lavoura Arcaica was very different. The writing was concise, not a word wasted. It was challenging at two levels: one was the material itself, which is at times sacrilegious, definitely at odds with even the most liberal of moral codes; the other level was linguistic, the novel is filled with semantic clashes -that is something like 'cold fire' -something that the reader stops to think twice about. Lavoura Arcaica was a great learning experience, I had learned to accept that this was very different literature, and that I wanted that difference to show through in the translation. I think it is a novel that goes beyond cultural differences -it is shocking in any culture. But I think that is a good thing, I think English language readers should understand that great Brazilian and Portuguese authors are probing the same questions that all authors probe.
Again, for me as a translator, there was a breakthrough moment when I embraced the novel in all of its uniqueness. Otherwise, I must admit, I am far more influenced by linguistic theory than translation theory.
Saussure's description of sign, signifier and signified seems to me crucial to approaching translation. The translator must understand that each reader will create their own image, or sign. novel by a Portuguese author who was very fond of using the indeterminate "-se" structure, which in English, as you know, can be translated as "I," "we," and "one." This is standard fare 
